May 19, 2009

Editor:

As a Christian leader in the Middle East, I appreciate Pope Benedict XVI’s recent visit and the attention it draws to the issue of the diminishing number of Christians in the region. But I must take issue with Ethan Bronner’s May 13, 2009, article, “Mideast’s Christians Declining in Influence” on several points. 

Bronner’s article paints a bleak picture for Middle East Christians. But in reality, in Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel and Palestine, where I live, Christians are an integral part of society, despite being few in number. Christians play a vital role in building civil society by promoting women’s rights, educating children, initiating interfaith dialogue and speaking for social justice. As the pope rightly noted, Jordan, where some of our work is located, is particularly noteworthy for guaranteeing equal citizenship to people of all faiths, providing a model of interfaith dialogue and peaceful coexistence for the whole world.

Further, although it’s correct to say the decline is occurring throughout the region, the conditions and contributing factors vary from place to place. Recent studies by Bethlehem University and the Diyar Consortium point to three main factors for the decline of Christians in Israel-Palestine. One is the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands, by which the movement of Palestinians (Christian and Muslim) is tightly restricted. Second is the high rate of unemployment in the Palestinian territories. Third is the growth of political and religious extremism in both Israel and Palestine. Together, these factors lead Palestinians to immigrate to places that offer hope for abundant life. 

A particularly pressing problem for Jerusalem Christians, which the pope raised during his time here, is that of family reunification. With limited numbers of Christians on the Israeli side of the separation barrier, Christians here often seek spouses in the West Bank. The West Bank spouse can live with the spouse in Jerusalem only with Israeli permission – which is rarely granted. Relocating to the West Bank means losing residency – and thus, the medical and other benefits of Jerusalem residents. Sometimes these families view leaving Palestine as their best option for remaining together and retaining basic human rights. In a message delivered to His Holiness when he visited Palestinian Authority Pres. Mahmoud Abbas at his palace in Bethlehem, Jerusalem Christians thanked the pontiff for his attention to this matter. 

Though a numerical minority, we Palestinian Christians continue to be an essential part of our region. The society that works for the viability of and secures the rights of even its smallest group –like Middle East Christians – is a society that genuinely respects humanity. The lack of respect for Palestinian Christians in their own land is the often-obscured reason for their decline. The future of Palestinian Christianity is in justice, peace and reconciliation – a future for which we are dying.
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